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1. Background

The Białowieża Forest is a large forest complex situated on the border between Poland and Belarus and known 
worldwide for its high conservation value. During last three decades the Polish part has been subject to a polarized 
conflict regarding its management and conservation. The controversy peaked recently due to a large outbreak of the 
European spruce bark beetle, leading to discussion about if and how to manage the outbreak. This intensified the 
conflict among different groups of stakeholders: forest managers, conservationists and the general public, as well 
as policy makers at different levels. The controversy related to questions about forest management and biodiversity 
conservation, for example, on the effectiveness of sanitary cuttings, the management of natural disturbances, the 
consequences of climate change and the prioritization of protected species. The conflict engaged a substantial portion 
of Polish society, was widely covered by international media, and resulted, among other things, in a decision by the 
European Court of Justice against Poland to cease active forest management operations in the forest. While the 
controversy thrived on partially contradicting scientific arguments, researchers presenting diverse views rarely met 
for joint discussions. Open discussions were also hampered by the political nature of the debate. The controversy 
has some analogies to similar controversies in other protected forest areas in Europe, e.g. in the Bavarian Forest in 
Germany, the Romanian Carpathians or the Tatra Mountains in Slovakia.

2. Aims 

The aims of the initiative organised by the European Forest Institute 
were to:
• collect and review existing scientific knowledge about the 

Białowieża Forest (BF)1 in relation to the controversy about forest 
conservation and use in the region

• create a space for an open scientific discussion, based on 
scientific evidence regarding the current and future situation in 
the BF

• identify consensus and dissent points from the perspective of 
science, and make different viewpoints visible based on the best 
available scientific knowledge

• draw lessons/conclusions from the Białowieża case for other 
areas in Europe facing similar challenges

• publish the findings of this science dialogue in an interdiciplinary 
multi-author paper that is also accessible for decision makers, 
media and society

1 In the following, BF is used and refers exclusively to the Polish part of the forest. The BF consists of two main parts: 
The Białowieża National Park (BNP) covers 105 km2. Close to 58% of the BNP (ca. 61 km2) is strictly protected. The other part is subject to active protection (41%; ca. 
37 km2), where management allows maintaining and restoring populations of rare and threatened species (e.g., Pulsatilla patens, Bison bonasus) and natural forest 
structures and processes, but not wood production, and a landscape conservation zone (3%; ca. 3 km2), which includes the cultural Palace Park and the European 
bison (Bison bonasus) breeding centre. 
The rest of the BF (83 %; ca. 525 km2) forms three forest management units of the Polish National Forest Holding “State Forests” (SF). The part of the BF under SF 
management encompasses, however, many nature reserves, covering altogether about 125 km2 and an additional 56 km2 reference zone (excluded from forest 
management for 5 years since 2016).

1

Based on a literature review, four main topic areas 
were selected: 1.Forest ecology, disturbances and 
management; 2.Forest history; 3.Socio-economic 
factors; 4.Forest policy and governance. The aim was to 
gather researchers who had conducted robust research 
concerning Białowieża Forest and had wide knowledge 
regarding this socio-ecological system or the topic areas 
above. The selection also considered complementary 
expertise and different viewpoints in relation to the 
controversy (see full list of scientists below).
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3. Approach

The Initiative consisted of four steps:

I. Preparation of evidence statements: for each of the 
main topic areas, scientists with complementary views 
were asked to prepare an evidence statement reviewing 
the available scientific knowledge for their topic area.

II. Scientific workshop in the BF: the evidence statements 
were presented and discussed in a workshop with all the 
scientists involved, under Chatham House Rule setting; 
this was accompanied by two field trips and general 
discussion rounds.

III. Compilation of a multi-author evidence paper: after 
the workshop, a multi-author evidence paper was 
prepared, engaging all scientists. The paper presents 
and discusses scientific evidence for the four topic areas 
in a comprehensive manner and is the basis for this 
information sheet.

IV. Presentation and subsequently publication of the 
findings.

4. List of participating scientists and experts

Per Angelstam, Swedish University of Agricultural 
Sciences
Malgorzata Blicharska, Uppsala University
Lukas Giessen, European Forest Institute
Ewa Hermanowicz, European Forest Institute

Jacek Hilszczański, Polish Forest Research Institute
Jan Holeksa, Adam Mickiewicz University
Jette Bredahl Jacobsen, University of Copenhagen
Bogdan Jaroszewicz, Białowieża Geobotanical Station, 
University of Warsaw
Agata Konczal, European Forest Institute
Andrzej Konieczny, University of Life Sciences in Lublin
Grzegorz Mikusiński, Swedish University of Agricultural 
Sciences
Zbigniew Mirek, Polish Academy of Sciences
Bart Muys, University of Leuven
Frits Mohren, Wageningen University
Krzysztof Niedziałkowski, Polish Academy of Sciences
Metodi Sotirov, University of Freiburg
Krzystof Stereńczak, Polish Forest Research Institute
Jerzy Szwagrzyk, University of Agriculture in Crakow
Gordon Winder, Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich
Georg Winkel, European Forest Institute
Zbigniew Witkowski, University School of Physical 
Education in Crakow
Rafał Zapłata, Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in 
Warsaw

5. Main findings

The following table provides an overview of the key 
findings of the Initiative. In essence, we present points 
of scientific agreement supported by existing scientific 
evidence, and points on which the scientists involved 
could not agree or for which there is a lack of scientific 
evidence.
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Expertise area Scientific agreement Open questions: points of scientific 
disagreement and knowledge gaps

Forest ecology, 
disturbances and 
management

The BF is unique with several features (species, 
structures, processes, scale) of an old-growth forest. 
Its international status as a valuable area for nature 
conservation is justified.
Natural dynamics and natural disturbance regimes 
are important to maintain many species associated 
with a natural forest.
Bark beetle disturbances are natural processes 
associated with ageing Norway spruce.
Climate change and lowered ground water levels 
do alter bark beetle dynamics and other natural 
disturbances.
Specific human interventions are needed to 
maintain some species associated with more open 
areas, and light-demanding tree species like pine 
and birch.

Which species, habitat, processes should be 
prioritized in the management of BF?
Is the size of BF large enough to maintain its 
biodiversity through natural dynamics?
Should large-scale disturbances such as bark 
beetle outbreaks be managed or treated as 
natural disturbance without need of human 
interference?
Is sanitary cutting an efficient way to stop/
mitigate bark beetle outbreaks?
Should logging be used to prevent economic 
losses or should the trees killed by bark beetles 
be left in the forest to support biodiversity?
Should active management or zero intervention 
be preferred, or, if both are applied how these 
should be spatially distributed?

Forest history The BF has been used for many social-economic 
purposes for centuries.
Natural regeneration of the forest and continuity of 
forest cover has been kept despite human activity, 
and several characteristics of an old growth forest 
have remained.

What was the impact of “pre-industrial” human 
activities on the BF ecosystem?
What has been the impact of 20th century forest 
management on natural stands and biodiversity? 
Should the BF be conceived as natural or cultural 
heritage primarily, and what should be its future 
management in relation to both?

Social-economic 
factors

Timber harvest in the BF has only small importance 
for the Polish forestry sector and economy.
Local communities perceive a dependence on local 
wood, mainly fuel-wood, and non-wood products 
from the BF.
The BF is highly appreciated by the Polish people 
and international visitors as a place for nature-based 
recreation.
Jobs in state forestry are more prestigious and 
better paid compared to jobs in the nature 
conservation administration (National Park Service).
The BF has a high symbolic value for Polish society 
and high international prestige in the eyes of both 
nature conservation and forestry experts in Europe.

What are the actual benefits from the BF (wood 
harvest, non-wood forest products and tourism) 
to (local) people?
What would the impacts of increased 
conservation or forest management on tourism 
and related benefits be? Who would benefit and 
who would lose?
What is the symbolic meaning of the BF and its 
use in terms of culture, religion and identity to 
different groups in society?
Should the local or international (symbolic) value 
of BF be prioritized in making decisions about the 
BF?
What have been/are the costs of the ongoing 
controversy (e.g. effects on reputation of the 
forest sector, or tourism)?

Forest policy and 
governance

The BF controversy is mainly driven by a struggle 
over power and values between two main opposing 
policy actor coalitions.
These coalitions have diverging world views 
(simplified: conservation versus sustainable 
forest use) that result in different management/ 
conservation priorities for the BF (nature 
conservation more emphasizing non-intervention, 
forestry more emphazising active forest protection 
and management).
Up to now a meaningful cross-coalitional 
participatory conflict resolution process has not 
been taken place/succeeded.

What are the impacts of larger policy factors, e.g. 
an interplay of European and domestic politics on 
the BF controversy? 
What are the possible options for the resolution 
of the conflict?
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6. Conclusions

Based on the systematic assessment of scientific evidence 
on the Białowieża controversy, the following conclusions 
can be drawn for decision makers:

1) This initiative has succeeded in organizing productive
joint work between scientists with different viewpoints
on the controversy, and to distinguish consensus and
dissent/open questions based on scientific evidence. This
provides policy makers with the best currently available
scientific evidence, as a basis for future decision making
regarding the BF.

2) The assessment demonstrates that the Białowieża
controversy has different facets, ranging from ecological
to socio-economic and political issues, and that these
aspects are intermingled. It is important to consider all of
them in conflict resolution.

3) Several politically critical questions in relation to the
controversy also remain contested among scientists, and
there are still important knowledge gaps. Future research
that tackles some of these gaps could be done by research
teams representing different viewpoints within the
team to advance scientific consensus on some of these
issues. For other issues, decisions need to be taken with
acknowledgement of contested evidence, lack of evidence
and also limitations of the possibilities to generate robust
knowledge at all (prevailing uncertainties).

4) Scientific evidence is critically important to inform
the societal/political debate on the Białowieża Forest;
it cannot, however, replace a political decision-making
process involving negotiation about the diverging
values and interests that are apparent in the Białowieża
controversy. This initiative has also put a specific emphasis
on analysing the policy dimension of the controversy,
which is vital to consider for any conflict resolution in the
future.

5) Initiating a participatory consultation process across
the two main conflicting “coalitions” and also involving
further relevant societal groups could help to de-polarize
the debate and establish mutual trust. This could be the
basis to develop a shared vision for the future conservation
and management of the forest. Yet, such a process needs
high-level political commitment and a mediator that is
trusted by the different groups, as well as a clear mandate
with regard to the scope of the issues to be agreed upon.

6) In terms of practical management and conservation, a
zoning approach distinguishing the strictly protected area
of the National Park and further strictly protected zones
from zones where some type of active management is
practiced seems feasible. Yet the location and share of
these different zones will depend on priority setting. While
that is inevitably value driven, it should also consider
scientific evidence.

7) Despite some unique/particular features in relation to
the Białowieża controversy (e.g., the particular importance
of the forest for conservation and the political prominence
of the controversy), there are several elements of the
Białowieża debate that mimic similar controversies over
forest management and conservation in other places in
Europe. The process conducted in this initiative, as well
as some of the general findings, holds some promise to
better inform decision making for these cases also.
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